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Background: The doctrine of the incarnation and the “scandal of particularity” are central to 
Christian theology – that the transcendent God became immanent within time and space. Likewise, 
the church, being the contemporary expression of God, incarnates within and reflects the culture 
around it. How this incarnation happens is not always clear or acknowledged. 
 
Purpose: I conceptualize the process of incarnation as the hybridization of various streams of 
influence. I examined the lived experiences of hybridized spirituality among Singaporean 
Christians. 
 
Method: I conducted semi-structured interviews with six Singaporean Christians from the same 
congregation in Singapore. I used thematic analysis, informed by an ethnographic lens and insights 
from critical theory, to explore their lived experiences. 
 
Findings: There were four themes revolving around the notion of duty. First, participants define 
their identities using the language of duty, expectations, and social obligations. Second, this duty 
is hybridized from two main sources, one local-secular and the other Western-religious. Third, 
participants experience points of alignment between these two duties when they converge. This 
alignment results in a nuanced expression of both Singaporean identity and Christian identity as 
they mutually influence each other. Fourth, participants also experienced points of tension where 
their twofold duties contained opposing elements. Ultimately, the negotiating of these tensions 
becomes the clearest expression of a hybridized identity where difficulties and differences are not 
eliminated but held together in creative tension. 
 
Discussion: The findings demonstrate that the unique cultural context of Singapore profoundly yet 




that never fully stabilizes but dynamically and continuously negotiates the various streams of 
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The distinctiveness of Christianity consists in its doctrine of the Incarnation. The limitless, 
immutable, and holy God becomes human, assuming its limitations, changeability, and mundanity. 
In the “scandal of particularity,” the transcendent and timeless becomes immanent and immediate 
(Smith 2006). 
 
Today, Christians believe that the community of believers, the church, is the contemporary 
manifestation of Christ’s presence, the visible expression of invisible Reality. Just as God became 
incarnate in Christ, so Christ becomes incarnate through the church. As the incarnation of God 
lived within and adopted the characteristics of his unique human context, so also the contemporary 
incarnation of Christ must do in its own context. 
 
This view resists the notion that Christianity is simply a system of belief or a set of 
intellectual propositions that must be identical across all of its human manifestations. On the 
contrary, Christianity is a dynamic lived experience, actively shaped by the human cultures and 
systems where it appears while simultaneously identifying with the historic Christian tradition. 
How the timeless interacts with the incidents of history and geography is the question of this study, 
namely as it occurs in the Southeast Asian city-state of Singapore. 
 
I examined the lived experiences of Singaporean Christians regarding how they constructed 
and interpreted their spiritual identities. Singapore itself is a unique human phenomenon, being 
itself a product of Eastern and Western traditions (D. Goh 2010). Christianity becomes a third 
cultural force that interacts with (incarnates within) the already-complex Singaporean situation (R. 
Goh 2009). When individuals find themselves in the overlap of all three traditions, what results is 





Critical Theory: Identity as Othering 
 
Identity is an elusive notion. Western critical theorists observe that identity is not an 
ontological thing that can be isolated of influences and analyzed independently. Rather, identity is 
inherently relational and cannot be defined apart from others. In other words, every identity is at 
some level a hybridization of multiple influences. This applies at the micro level of individual 
human beings as well as at the macro level of cultures, people groups, and systems. 
 
Singaporean Christianity, then, may be thought of as the hybridization of historic 
Christianity and local Singaporean culture, which is itself a product of Eastern and Western 
influences. One should note that hybridization is not simply the linear or additive accumulation of 
these streams of influence. Rather, hybridization should be thought of as a complex and nuanced 
process. It is a multidirectional process of “othering,” that is, identifying an “Other” to define 
oneself as its opposite or complement. In other words, we may understand the Singaporean 
Christian identity by way of contrast from what is not Singaporean Christianity. By observing how 
Singaporean Christianity characterizes alternative cultures as Others, the actual identity of 
Singaporean Christianity can be brought into focus. 
 
The process of othering is discussed y critical theorists such as Edward Said (1978), who 
critiqued Western discourse of the Orient. The latter was defined as not-Europe and not-America 
as the vast majority of those generating Oriental discourse hailed from those regions. Said argues 
that this definition-by-negation reveals not so much authentic Oriental culture as much as the 
Anglo-European culture that provides the standards for negation. A side effect was that the source 




whereas Other cultures were made inferior or subjugated by implication. An unspoken rule 
emerged where Oriental discourse needed to be in terms of Western standards in order to count as 
legitimate. 
 
Many Western critical theorists tend to be pessimistic about how othering devolves into 
objectification, facilitating the structural oppression of the Other. To be dominant requires that an 
inferior Other exists, creating in a drastic power differential that is almost always abused. Henry 
Louis Gates (1985) sees this in the realm of black literature in America. Despite the valiant attempt 
to “write oneself” into the American literary canon as an alternative voice, black literature was 
only regarded as the inferior Other tagged on to the white canon. Similarly, Monique Wittig (1980) 
sees othering in the history of heterosexuality, where “female” was simply the Other to “male.” 
Wittig then makes an explosive proposal: she calls for no less than the “destruction of 
heterosexuality as a social system.” It is not enough for the power differentials to be eliminated so 
that different parties can stand on equal footing. If a binary system relegates the Other to perpetual 
inferiority, and if any attempt to liberate the Other from the inside only strengthens the shackles, 
then the entire system that creates Others must be jettisoned for a non-binary or even category-less 
system. 
 
However, Othering need not be altogether negative. While Said, Gates, and Wittig point 
out the structural oppression that othering inevitably leads to, the solution is not to eliminate 
othering entirely. Indeed, othering may be an inescapable fact of human existence. Jacques Lacan 
(1949) proposes the theory of the Mirror Stage situates all of human identity in the process of 
othering, beginning from the childhood moment of conceiving of one’s reflection as a complete 
entity that is simultaneously them yet also separate (Other) from oneself. Every relationship is 




Assuming the inevitably of othering in society, Michel Foucault (1982) proposes that 
othering is simply a function of power relationships that every human being is entrenched within. 
There is no “apex predator” who exerts supreme power over everyone else. Rather, people interact 
with one another in complex webs of power relationships. While power may be concentrated in 
some parts of the web more than others, everyone is ultimately a part of that web, intimately 
affected by both superior and inferior Others. In that sense, power dynamics and differentials 
facilitate relationships, for there is no relationship if there is no Other. Furthermore, power 
dynamics are responsible for framing one’s sense of personal identity by anchoring them within 
an overarching cultural narrative, that is, the story of a community that is both “one with” and 
“Other” to oneself. 
 
We return to the question of Singaporean Christianity with this perspective. Hybridized 
spiritual identity is a result of multi-directional othering between Singaporean Christianity and its 
Others, namely non-Christian Singaporeans and Christian non-Singaporeans. The question is not 
so much what these Others are in an ontological sense, but how Singaporean Christians perceive 
them as similar to or different from themselves. The Singaporean Christian identity is associated 
with the (upper) middle class and ethnic Chinese demographic. Hence, a theoretical-ethnographic 
analysis will involve considerations of class and race within the overarching cultural narrative of 
Singapore. 
 
The Sociological and Ethnographic Perspective: Christianity in Singapore as Other 
 
Robbie Goh (2009) explains that Christianity occupies a rather strange position in 
Singaporean society. While Singaporean society is culturally segmented by race and class, with 




does not neatly conform to these categories, resulting in a religious identity that is treated as Other 
in multiple ways. Christianity is considered “[inevitably aligned] with colonial rule and cultural 
hegemony of the Europeans,” fitting into neither the ethnicity or language(s) of the official local 
cultures (Chinese, Malay, and Indian). However, Christianity does deeply resonate with one 
particular Singaporean subculture where the majority of its adherents come from: upper middle 
class ethnic Chinese who are English-speaking/educated. This subgroup is disproportionately 
well-represented in the upper echelons of Singaporean society, thus marking Singaporean 
Christians as both Other through their foreign affiliation as well as accepted by the metrics of 
secular society. 
 
Given that the Singaporean Christian identity is located primarily in a Singaporean 
subculture and thereby subject to multiple influences, it is useful to consider McLean and Syed’s 
(2015) three levels of narratives to conceptualize the Singaporean Christian identity. They propose 
that the core of socially constructed identity is the “master narrative.” This provides culturally 
shared norms, stories, and traditions that form the foundation of worldviews, values, beliefs, and 
behaviors for members of that culture. Individuals may then internalize, negotiate, or reject it in 
favor of an “alternative narrative,” a related but dissimilar set of norms, stories, and traditions with 
their corresponding worldviews. Each individual then constructs a “personal narrative” by 
negotiating the master and alternative narratives. Identity is understood as not simply the final 
personal narrative but the constant complex interaction between personal, master, and alternative 
narratives. This corresponds to the Foucauldian view of identity as the interactions within a web 
of power relationships. 
 
Syed and McLean (2016) further outline four broad modes of identity integration, two of 




integration of multiple identity “domains” into a single personal identity. Examples of domains 
include ethnicity, sexuality, and adoption. Second, person-society integration refers to “how 
aspects of societal culture are internalized into individuals' identities, as well as how individuals 
engage in the process of negotiation with societal messages and expectations.” It is also concerned 
with how well the individual’s identity is “aligned” to the rest of society, which becomes especially 
useful for understanding the experiences of minority or marginalized groups. 
 
A survey of extant literature on Singaporean Christianity demonstrates how identity may 
be constructed through contextual and person-society integration of multiple levels of narratives. 
The first question concerns which master narrative to begin from, whether Singaporean or 
Christian. DeBernardi (2012) argues for an incarnational model of Singaporean Christianity that 
prioritizes Singaporean culture as the master narrative, with Christianity as the secondary or 
alternative narrative. He says that “the choice to convert to Christianity is not best explained in 
light of a colonization of consciousness (an interpretation which itself can become a form of 
Western hegemonic discourse), but rather should be considered as an emergent and creative 
cultural form that expresses local identities and values.” Singaporean Christianity should be seen 
primarily as an indigenous construct with Western Christianity being a strong source of influence, 
rather than a primarily foreign construct that adjusts to fit the local context. 
 
Goh (2009) and Chong (2015) identify other alternative narratives within the master 
narrative. The Singaporean Christian subculture is associated with a particular ethnicity (Chinese) 
that primarily speaks English rather than ethnic dialects, a mark of their greater Anglicization and 
Westernization compared to the rest of Singapore. It is also associated with higher education levels 
and the upper middle class. Each of these “domains” in turn introduce their own alternative 






In order to study the direct lived experiences of Singaporean Christians, I formulated the 
following research questions: 
 
RQ 1: How do Singaporean Christians create their identities in relation to their faith? The 
research should demonstrate the role that religious faith plays in the Singaporean Christian 
identity. We should see how the awareness of being a Christian affects their daily behavior, 
interactions, and conversations with Others. 
 
RQ 2: How do Singaporean Christians experience and construct their faith identities in 
relation to cultural narratives related to their Singaporean heritage? At the confluence of cultural 
and religious narratives, each influences the nature of the other. Thus, the research should 
demonstrate how their overtly Christian worldview is tempered by their Singaporean upbringing. 
We should see references to “the Singapore Story” or how Singaporean culture emphasizes certain 
values and affects daily expressions of Christianity. 
 
RQ 3: How do Singaporean Christians experience and interpret their culture in the light 
of the dominant religious narrative? The complement to RQ 2 explores how the Singaporean 
worldview is affected by the Christian narrative. We should see attempts to reconcile Singaporean 
beliefs and practices with Christian doctrines and lifestyle. 
 
After obtaining approval from Harding University’s Institutional Review Board, I 
developed and distributed a survey to members of a mid-sized Singaporean church. The survey 
asked respondents to identify factors such as gender, age, ethnicity, and Singaporean citizenship. 
I also included an open-ended question asking them what they thought was expected of them as a 




selection of participants. Given the relatively small sample size, it helped to have participants who 
were who were at least somewhat sensitized to the subtle workings of identity and culture. 
 
A total of twenty-one individuals responded, nineteen of whom consented to being 
contacted for a follow-up interview. Of these, I selected six participants to interview: 
 
Pseudonym Gender Age Range Ethnicity 
Joseph M 20-35 Chinese 
Nicholas M 20-35 Chinese 
Thomas M 55-70 Chinese 
Megan F 20-35 Chinese 
Beth F 55-70 Chinese 




All participants identified themselves as Singaporean citizens. Participants were selected 
to represent both males and females as well as to represent a variety of ages – half are below the 
age of 35 while the other half are above the age of 55. 
 
The ethnic uniformity of the participants is representative of the ethnic makeup of 
Singaporean Christianity. According to the Census of 2010 (Singapore Department of Statistics, 
2010), over eighty percent of Singaporean Christians are ethnic Chinese, who also comprise almost 
seventy-five percent of the general Singaporean population. It is acknowledged that different 
ethnicities make unique contributions to the world of Singaporean Christianity and that several 




a substantially weightier role in defining/characterizing Singaporean Christianity as well as the 
general Singaporean culture. 
 
Prior to the survey and interviews, I had an ongoing relationship with all the participants 
and had some awareness of their social and theological backgrounds. All participants are regular 
attendees of a congregation in Singapore affiliated with the Churches of Christ. This tradition is 
associated with the American Restoration Movement of the nineteenth century which sees itself 
as independent from other Christian traditions (Olson et. al. 2018). Admittedly, this results in a 
rather homogenous pool of participants who speak out of a very specific subgroup within 
“Singaporean Christians.” Thus, I acknowledge that the findings of this thematic analysis may not 
be immediately applicable for all Singaporean Christians. 
 
That said, the homogeneity of the participants may be embraced as a strength rather than a 
limiting factor. By diving deeply into multiple instances of a particular subgroup, we may discern 
a fuller, richer narrative of that subgroup rather than a superficial, generalized narrative derived 
from loosely connected Singaporean Christians. Furthermore, understanding the detailed narrative 
of a specific group sensitizes us to the factors that influence other groups of Singaporean 
Christians, even if those factors are not identical across Christian traditions. 
 
I developed a semi-structured interview protocol in order to investigate the participants’ 
experience of hybridized spiritual identity as Singaporean Christians. Each interview followed a 
general procedure surrounding five main questions, adapting to account for the unique trajectory 
of each conversation. The questions sought to elicit participants’ experiences of their spiritual 




or regions. I conducted all the interviews in Singapore by via the videoconferencing platform 
Zoom. Interviews ranged from 60 to 75 minutes. 
 
Due to the subjective and introspective nature of identity, I chose to conduct a thematic 
analysis to qualitatively study the reported spiritual experiences of Singaporean Christians. Braun 
and Clarke (2006) describe thematic analysis as “a method for identifying, analyzing, and reporting 
patterns (themes) within data” (79). A theme refers to a recurring conceptual pattern within the 
data set. While the definition of theme is fluid in that it does not have to appear in every piece of 
data or even a majority of the data, a certain concept may be labelled a theme if it is found to be 
“sufficiently weighty” at the researcher’s discretion. 
 
One of the key strengths of thematic analysis is that it “is not wedded to any pre-existing 
theoretical framework (although not all) and can be used to do different things within them” (81). 
This allows actual lived experiences to speak authentically without needing to conform to 
preconceived theoretical framing. After all, cultural identity resists being reduced to a monolithic 
paradigm as every member within it personalizes that master cultural narrative. Thematic analysis 
embraces that nuance, particularly when we pursue an inductive approach that further allows 
themes to arise organically from the data. I also intend to provide a rich description of the data set 
so that all the important themes may be represented instead of predetermining a set of themes to 
focus on that may curtail the authenticity of the data. 
 
At the same time, the flexibility of thematic analysis allows for the later integration of data 
and theory after the data has been allowed to speak for itself. While the data is not required to fit 
any preconceived theory or structure, it is assumed that structure exists in some fashion that 




thematic analysis will be conducted at the “latent” level where surface-level data reflects broader 
structures of thought in the context of Singaporean Christianity. 
 
Braun and Clarke propose a six-step process to thematic analysis. These steps need not be 
conducted linearly, as new insights may arise as the analysis progresses that requires the researcher 
to move between the different phases. 
 
First, I familiarized myself with the data through deep reading of the data. Having 
personally conducted and minimally transcribed the interviews, I began the analysis with a certain 
degree of latent knowledge with several preliminary themes already emerging. The process of 
reading and re-reading also allowed me to note interesting ideas which may be coded during 
subsequent steps. 
 
Second, I generated initial codes. According to Braun and Clarke, “Codes identify a feature 
of the data…that appears interesting to the analyst” (88) and facilitate the organization of the data 
into larger themes. Similar to a “tagging” system, a single data extract may have a single code, no 
code at all, or multiple codes, even codes that are contradictory. The inconsistencies and tensions 
of coding were maintained during this stage. 
 
During this stage, I decided to use an ethnographic perspective to frame our data analysis 
and code generation (Lambert et. al, 2010). With this, I acknowledge that knowledge and identity 
are, at least in part, socially constructed and emerge from the incidents of ethnographic features 
such as race and socioeconomic status. I paid attention to expressions that suggest the influence of 
social structures on identity: 
 




• Direct or assumed references to Christian characteristics 
 
• Direct or assumed references to non-Singaporean characteristics 
 
• Sources of identity (Where did participants get such ideas from? Who told them that 
they were to act or think in a particular way?) 
• Values, virtues, and characteristics that are culturally influenced (e.g. communal 
virtues such as filial piety and duty are more commonly associated with Asian cultures 
whereas freedom and tolerance tend to be associated with the West) 
• How the individual interacts with Others 
 
Third, I organized the coded data into larger themes and attempt to find relationships 
between themes. This initial set of themes may be subdivided into primary and secondary themes. 
This initial thematic map was reviewed and refined in the fourth step as I developed more 
understanding on how the themes relate to one another. 
 
The fourth step may be subdivided into two levels. I first reviewed each theme to see 
whether all the coded extracts actually belong to that theme and reorganized them or reviewed the 
thematic label accordingly. Next, I reviewed the themes in relation to the entire data set to clarify 
if they are truly relevant. The end result wass a developed thematic map. 
 
Fifth, armed with a developed thematic map, I articulated definitions and parameters for 
each theme. Each came with a general definition, the “story” behind each theme, and an 
explanation of how they are relevant to the study. Doing this for each theme ensured minimal 
overlap as well as a clear understanding about what each theme is and what it is not. Given the 
ethnographic perspective, the thematic map was populated by cultural paradigms such as the 




Singaporean cultures. The final step is to write the finished report that addressed the 




I organized the findings to demonstrate the process by which Singaporean Christians 
construct and experience their hybridized spiritual identity. Theme 1 names “duty” as the 
phenomenon at the heart of the Singaporean Christian experience – the inner awareness of socio- 
cultural expectations that one feels obligated to fulfill. Participants generally describe their sense 
of identity (“Who am I?”) in terms of expectations (“Who am I supposed to be and do?”). Theme 
2 explores how this sense of duty derives from two streams of influence, one secular-local/Eastern 
and the other religious-Western. 
 
In the next two themes, I discuss how participants negotiate these two duties to create a 
single hybridized identity. On one hand, in Theme 3, I explore points of alignment where elements 
of Singaporean duty correspond to those of Christian duty. This interaction (“smooth 
hybridization”) results in a nuanced expression of Christian identity since it is received and 
interpreted through a Singaporean lens. Likewise, the expression of Singaporean identity is 
nuanced under the influence of Christianity. 
 
On the other hand, in Theme 4, I explore points of tension where elements of the two duties 
contradict/oppose each other. Despite the apparent mutual exclusivity, “rough hybridization” does 
not mean “no hybridization.” Rather, here we find the clearest demonstration of hybridization 
where Singaporean Christians hold conflicting duties in a creative tension. Furthermore, it is 
precisely this sense of tension that reinforces the notion of duty, for duty-consciousness is most 




Theme 1 | Identity as Duties Felt and Performed 
 
I've been a Christian…since I was 13. So my identity is that I'm a child of God, I’m part of 
God's creation and he created me for a purpose. And to me, the purpose has been with me 
for quite a while, I would say a few decades. And that is to touch lives and be touched and 
to heal lives and be healed myself because I'm also imperfect yeah, like everybody else. 
(Thomas) 
 
Thomas is responding to the first question of the interview where I asked him to describe 
his identity. He instinctively defines himself as being in relationship with another (“child of God”) 
which is characteristic of the other participants. Megan likewise defined herself by naming specific 
roles she played in her social circles: “As a person, I am related to people in my life. Like, I’m a 
sister, daughter, friend classmate, colleague, sister in Christ to my community of Christian 
friends.” 
 
Thomas also articulated in the same breath the connection between relationship and 
“purpose”: the expectation of the sort of person he ought to be and the sort of actions or lifestyle 
he ought to live out. This relational purpose is the core of “duty”: the expectations that one ought 
to fulfill in light of their socially derived identity. 
 
Just as the contours of one’s relationships shape the nature of one’s duty, duty itself informs 
how one ought to behave in a given relational context. When I asked Beth to describe her identity 
to others, she responded with a relative statement rather than an objective statement about herself: 
“it depends on how much you know the person and whether you think you'll be offensive, if you 
know the person well, then you will not hesitate to share that you are a Christian.” While Beth 
primarily thinks of herself as a Christian, how she actually communicates that identity is governed 




Nicholas also demonstrated the same tendency to define his identity in terms of relational 
duty, though he does so with regards to his Christian rather than Singaporean context. He described 
a colleague who was judgmental and pessimistic, whom he considered the direct opposite of the 
Christian character. I then attempted to articulate the complementary (unspoken) implication that 
he, being a Christian, behaved and believed differently. He responded saying “Well, I think we 
really should [be a positive people] … Because if we don't, if we are not a hopeful people, then 
there's nothing very attractive about it to others, right (emphasis added)?” 
 
Interestingly, Nicholas did not immediately respond by describing his own optimistic and 
hopeful outlook on life as a Christian. Instead, he appealed to what he considered the ideal standard 
of Christianity – the hopeful disposition that Christians ought to have. In other words, when 
drawing a contrast between his (Christian) identity and the Other, Nicholas contrasts perceived 
duties and expectations. 
 
Additionally, participants experienced duty as more than culture imposing a set of 
expectations on the individual. Rather, duty is a two-way street where the individual internalizes 
those external societal expectations as inner motivation. As a member of her church, Beth 
describes why she volunteers extensively: “I just see the need…I mean, it's an awareness. If you 
go to church, you worship, you observe things around you, you see how things operate and you 
notice your website, you notice your newsletter. So it's just an awareness.” Technically, those 
needs had little to do with Beth other than the fact that she was associated with the church. Even 
so, Beth still felt an inner drive to address those needs as though they were her own. This 
corresponds to her later description that Christians have a duty to serve God wherever possible in 
order to be counted as good Christians. At that point, the lines blur between what counts as “What 




in the Singaporean Christian context is the individual’s inner embracing of external social 
expectations. 
 
Another implication of this inner embracing of duty is that duty is intertwined with desire. 
While duty tends to be thought of as some purely external, clinical standard that constricts the 
unwitting individual into a confined existence and role, participants considered duty as something 
also born of the heart and of emotion, a deliberate choice to own. Joseph describes his relationship 
with his girlfriend: 
 
During this time that she's [preparing for her examinations] …if I sense that she says that 
she wants to like study together, then I'll try and clear my day of…any other responsibilities 
I have to spend it with her, especially because it's a stressful time. And I mean, I'm also 
busy, but I think when you think about like a relative who is in a more crucial [time], and 
I think she is…I suppose there’s a want and a love, you want to do things for people. But 
I think you cannot ignore the fact that your heart, or rather your head knows that “Oh 
yeah, I should do this,” but I think there’s a conviction in your heart because I care for, I 
will do this. (Joseph, emphasis added) 
 
Joseph recognizes that his emotions motivate him to treat his girlfriend well and provide 
care and presence when she needs it. At a deeper level, he also feels obligated to perform his role 
as a caring boyfriend because that is what being a boyfriend entails. 
 
Finally, it is worth noting that while participants are driven to fulfill their duties, there is a 
sense that duty is so ideal or perfect that it is pragmatically unattainable. Beth speaks of her 
Christian duty as something she believes she cannot fully fulfill, yet instead of feeling discouraged, 
she keeps trying anyway. “Love God and love your neighbor. [Concerning] These two, we will 
never be able to perfect it in our lifetime, that we have to keep aspiring.” On one hand, her 
perspective may seem fatalistic since she is attempting an impossible task while having already 
concluded that it is impossible. On the other hand, here lies the heart of the mystery of duty: it is 




Theme 2 | Singaporean Christian Duty Drawn from Two Streams 
 
Participants experience their identity as the convergence of two sociocultural streams: one 
Singaporean and the other Christian. Theme 1 demonstrated how culture carries and expects 
patterns of behavior and belief that participants feel a sense of duty to adhere to. In Theme 2, I 
examine how participants interpret the salient contours of each of these cultures. 
 
Sub-theme 2.A. | Christian duty: to believe, to serve, to evangelize 
 
Between the two, participants identified more immediately and explicitly with their 
Christian identity. Hence, they defined their sense of duty in light of the Christian narrative using 
Christian language. Ruth appeals to the language of Genesis 1 and the creation story to describe 
her identity: “The most precious identity that I consider myself is that I’m a child of God…Two 
is, I am also created in the image of God to glorify him. Three is, I am intended to relate to God 
and all creation in peace. And another point is that I’m designed as a co-agent with God over 
creation.” Again, we see the emergence of duty as the necessary implication of relational identity: 
being (1) a “child of God” who is (2) “created in [his] image” entails (3) the duty to live and behave 
in a particular way. Note that the expressions she employs are deeply biblical, demonstrating the 
depth to which she is immersed in and associates with the Christian identity. 
 
Considering how Ruth articulates her Christian identity as a series of propositions, this also 
reveals an assumed duty that Christians ought to possess the “correct” doctrines or beliefs as 
informed by the Bible. Thomas comments that “a person [should be] dedicated to holding on to 
the truth. That means one day it’s like those Olympians or professional athletes. They read the 




them to be.” In other words, Thomas sees fulfilled identity (“what God wants them to be”) as the 
result of one’s learning and possessing biblical “truths.” 
 
Having been founded on biblical truths, Christians then have a duty to express those truths. 
As seen with Nicholas earlier, Christian duty is defined by its hopeful orientation towards life. In 
other words, he perceives that Christians are expected to possess the quality of hope/hope 
characterizes the Christian identity. 
 
Christian duty is often associated with explicitly religious behaviors, not only by the 
Christian participants but even non-Christian Singaporeans. Megan articulates the kinds of 
questions she receives when others realize she is a Christian: “then probably the question they will 
ask me is, ‘Do you go to church every Sunday?’ … ‘Is it, like, you must go to church every Sunday, 
if not, it's not good?’ … And then also, probably they will ask me, ‘Is it that you are not allowed 
to do certain things, [as a] Christian?’” 
 
Of all the elements of Christian duty, participants most readily reflected on their duty to 
spread their faith through evangelism. Guided by their commitment to the Bible, including Christ’s 
direct instruction to spread their faith, all participants articulated in some fashion that evangelism 
constituted a central part of their Christian identities. Statements such as Ruth’s are common: “as 
Christians, we must carry out the Great Commission that God has given us and we must not give 
up…there are so many people who have not heard the gospel or people who have heard, but they’re 




Sub-theme 2.B. | Singaporean duty: to excel, to tolerate 
 
Participants struggled to articulate their experience of Singaporean duty. These 
descriptions were less explicit and concrete compared to their descriptions of Christian duty. For 
example, when asked about how he saw himself as Singaporean or Christian, Joseph questioned 
the very idea of a Singaporean identity: 
 
Would you say Singaporeans don’t have a very strong sense of national identity? I don't 
know. Even though our government tries to, uh – we have National Day [Singaporean 
equivalent of Independence Day], which I don't think many other countries celebrate it the 
way that we do…I feel like during National Day, they wouldn't be playing that like an NDP 
song. (Laughter) (Joseph) 
 
In bringing up National Day, Joseph was alluding to the notion that Singaporean identity 
is so indefinite that it had to be artificially sustained by the state rather than something that arose 
organically. As such, he struggled to conceptualize an ideal “Singaporean-ness” against which to 
compare himself and from which he could infer his duty. 
 
However, other participants were able to articulate a core of typically Singaporean 
characteristics and values. Megan’s summary is representative of the other participants: 
 
Singapore values are more of… very diligent and hardworking and competitive. In a good 
way. I mean, we always want to be better, to improve [ourselves], achieving better 
outcomes for the future. Also sometimes [we are] a bit too scared of losing out. Wanting 
to make sure you're not losing out [where] possible. [We are] respectful of people's religion, 
because we are like a harmonious community. Racial harmony, that kind, we are very 
racially, religion-wise, not much of a clash in between the different groups, whether 
religion, racial, and all that (Megan) 
 
We see that participants experience Singaporean duty as the drive towards self-sufficiency: 
being in a position of abundance or superiority so as to not need to bother others. Qualities such 
as diligence and competitiveness are qualities that enable one to fulfill that final duty, thus the 




Conversely, participants were able to describe Singaporean duty by way of negation. We 
may infer their experience of duty from what they most feared to fail at. Returning to Joseph, who 
struggled to name his sense of Singaporean duty, he described a general fear of being looked down 
upon as “wrong,” “stupid,” or “poor”: 
 
We don’t want be wrong in school. Nobody wants to be wrong…people don't really want 
to raise their hand [in class] and ask a question because they fear saying something stupid 
and then people know who you are for saying stupid things in class…we don't show 
everybody that we are lacking. [It’s a] Chinese thing as well. Right? [During] Chinese New 
Year, you give red packets to show your wealth, and you don’t want to put four dollars 
inside the red packet because it looks bad on your family…You don’t want to appear like 
you're lousy. So just keep quiet instead of speaking up. (Joseph) 
 
Since self-sufficiency and abundance are esteemed, inability and lack are shunned, even 
inviting a sense of shame. 
 
Given the nature of this study, participants most consciously reflected on one particular 
element of Singaporean duty: preserving multireligious harmony. Ruth describes the general 
approach to religion in Singaporean culture: 
 
because Singapore is a [multireligious] country, religion can be quite sensitive because 
there are so many religion[s], right? So, I think [the] Singapore government has been very 
sensitive to this religious issue. They gave us a freedom of worship, meaning every religion 
can practice, as long as…one religion does not criticize another religion – you can go to 
jail [for that], you know? (Ruth) 
 
Ruth’s use of the word “sensitive” is shorthand for describing what she perceives as a taboo 
subject. While it is not technically “wrong” to discuss it, preserving Singaporean multireligiosity 
is an unspoken and assumed social agreement. It is enshrined in the national narrative and encoded 
into state law. Ruth considered it is so fundamental to being Singaporean that the very fact we 




Thomas also speaks of a strong cultural opposition to mixing (personal) religion to the 
secular realm: “If you're in a corporate role, you're not supposed to talk about your religion, about 
your personal life. You should only care about the numbers, performance, but not about people 
who are sick, or who are not well, so on and so forth.” While the Singaporean duty allows for the 
personal practice of religion, it is also one’s duty to confined it to the personal sphere. 
 
Theme 3 | “Smooth Hybridization”: Alignment of Duties 
 
Having outlined the Singaporean and Christian duties, we now turn to the phenomenon of 
hybridization that happens when they converge. In this theme, I examine how certain elements of 
Christian duty find corresponding elements of Singaporean duty and vice versa. These points of 
alignment then harmonize smoothly into one combined Singaporean-Christian duty. However, the 
hybridized duty rarely, if ever, remains identical to the original Singaporean or Christian version, 
for each culture nuances the experience of the other. 
 
In general, participants recognized a surprising amount of alignment between Singaporean 
and Christian duties. Megan sees it in the way that both Singaporean and Christian cultures 
encourage outward behavior that promotes social welfare, including “doing good kinds of causes, 
like giving to the poor, helping, helping the less fortunate, those kinds of causes…people who are 
non-Christians, they do that as well.” We might infer from her ending remark that Christian duty 
is her point of reference against which she evaluates Singaporean duty. She goes on to question 
whether such duty is really only primary for the Christian and not also for the Singaporean: “Do 
we have a higher level of benevolence that as Christians you should have, or maybe [Singaporeans 




that although she typically associated benevolent behavior with Christian duty, non-Christian 
Singaporeans demonstrate that it is already present in the Singaporean psyche. 
 
Besides realizing more alignment than expected, participants also recognized that their 
Singaporean perspective nuanced their understanding of Christianity. For example, Thomas 
describes a Christian value system using Singaporean-Confucian terminology. He sees 
hybridization as the “value-adding” that happens between cultures: 
 
One of the key things in Christianity is of course hard work, integrity, honesty, which is 
also not directly said by the word of God…most families will tell you, the common family 
values will be honesty, respect, filial piety, and all these. So, Christianity at that time value- 
added from a sociological perspective and enhanced this belief system of a group of people. 
(Thomas) 
 
Where similarities exist between cultures, the best of both cultures merge to form the 
hybridized duty without the need for drastic changes. In some cases, they hybridize so easily that 
they become equated without distinction. Beth exemplifies this when she discusses the role of 
affluence in her sense of duty, where affluence means “more financial resources to help the poorer 
countries around us...whether in relief or in church planting and so on. We are more advanced. We 
are more affluent. We should focus on helping them.” While affluence is typically considered a 
metric of secular Singaporean success, Beth has infused it with Christian significance. Material 
wealth has become a marker of her privilege and responsibility to spread her faith. 
 
In other cases, hybridization happens more deliberately, where metrics of one duty are 
checked against the other, adjusted accordingly, and then incorporated into the hybridized duty. 
Joseph describes how both Singaporean and Christian duties encourage “excellence” yet mean 




Seeking excellence in Christianity is also expected right? Seek perfection, seek to be like 
Christ. I think we do it for different reasons. I think, like, in Singapore you seek excellence 
do for self-gain, for – just be better than others. More fulfilling, more abundant life, but I 
think for Christianity, when you seek that perfection, it’s for a different purpose. Yeah. 
One way you try to be like, God, because we love God, right? And we try to emulate his 
teachings. (Joseph, emphasis added) 
 
Joseph sees “perfection” as one of the ultimate goals of Christian duty, which corresponds 
strongly with “excellence” as understood by Singaporean duty. Both describe a drive to be the best 
that one can be, whether the metrics of success are inner morals, virtuous behavior, or affluence. 
However, they differ fundamentally in their motivations. Thus, it is interesting that for the rest of 
the interview, Joseph drops “perfection” and speaks of “excellence” in regard to all his duties, even 
his Christian ones. For example, he strives for excellence in the leadership position he holds in the 
church, exemplified in this group discussion: “I felt like there wasn't much or enough discussion 
that was going around…I think I asked like, why don't we talk? Like, why don't y’all talk? And 
basically just trying to improve. Just try and do things better every time, every next iteration 
(emphasis added).” We see here Christian “perfection” becoming hybridized with Singaporean 
“excellence,” combining the motivation and communal-orientation of the former with the language 
and efficiency of the latter. 
 
Theme 4 | “Rough Hybridization”: Tension between Duties 
 
While Theme 3 explored points of alignment between Singaporean and Christian duties 
that facilitate convergence, Theme 4 explores points of misalignment or tension. While there had 
to be some adjustment between “perfection and “excellence” to hybridize, they were essentially 
different shades of the same quality and so harmonized easily. Points of misalignment, however, 




It is through “rough hybridization” that we see the clearest examples of hybridized identity. 
For where tension exists between two duties, the Singaporean Christian becomes most cognizant 
of the need for hybridization in order to exist harmoniously. Somehow, participants manage to 
hold conflicting duties together in creative tension. 
 
The major point of tension occurs between the Christian duty of evangelism/proselytizing 
and the Singaporean duty of preserving multireligious harmony. Participants saw their duty to 
evangelize as one of their core tasks as Christians. However, they hesitated or even completely 
abstained when they became conscious that they risked offending other religions or upsetting the 
multireligious norm. “I think in Singapore, you are expected by the government and hence the 
society to be sensitive and in some senses you shouldn't [say] things that will offend others’ beliefs, 
even if you believe that what you're saying is true. Even if we know that it's true, you know, 
scripturally yeah. For example, that God is the only one God (emphasis added).” Nicholas feels a 
conflict between his personal religious conviction (which he believes has universal implications) 
and the social expectation to be tolerant of other religions. 
 
Nicholas goes further to describe how this consciousness of opposing duties affects his 
lived behavior: 
 
We don’t live in an environment that is majority Christian…but in those times that I was 
in environment…like maybe a friend group where I know most [of them] are Christians, I 
find myself unknowingly or subconsciously being even more open about my faith. And I 
guess the converse is true when you know that you are in a company of people who are 
staunch in their beliefs, whether it’s Islam or Buddhism or Taoism. Perhaps you may not 
feel so open about sharing about this and that about your faith. (Nicholas) 
 
Since a large part of evangelism consists in verbalizing one’s faith to non-Christians, 
Nicholas considers that to speak about his faith at all, regardless of the faith of his audience, is at 




Megan reconciles her conflicting duties in a slightly different way. She notes that Christian 
evangelism not inherently conflict with Singaporean multireligiosity. When it does happen, it is 
because of how evangelism is done: “Sometimes, also some friends say that Christians might be 
too pushy. Some, when we tell them about what God like, Oh, that means our religion is the true 
one. And then your religion is not true, you might, yeah. You might go to hell or like, you know, 
it's quite harsh.” Instead, she positions Christianity, at least initially, as a conversation partner with 
other non-Christians rather than a cultic group that disrupts social harmony. “I think…it's good 
that we are able to have, like, a healthy exchange of ideas in terms of this Christian religion…also 
listening [to] their point of view, what they think, you know, rather than me pushing to them about 
what are our beliefs are, I would say.” 
 
In some cases where Christian duty and Singaporean duty were too strongly opposed, 
participants felt it was better or easier to simply reject one duty for the other. In that case, their 
hybridized identity was not simply “A as opposed to B” but definitively “not B.” Megan 
experienced this with regards to finding a job after graduating from university: 
 
When I started work after graduation and everyone was getting jobs…I was still struggling 
to find my job or a place that I could fit in…And then I was quite discouraged and 
disappointed, like why I wasn't able to find a job…I also meet people who were 
[consistently] getting ahead in their life. Maybe pursuing a better job title and all that…So 
I get kind of influenced and scared…I'm thinking like, “Oh, if I don't have a good job, then 
probably I'm not able to – I'm a very, I mean, I have an identity or something, like, a good 
job is tied to identity, like having – yeah. So I'm sharing that, I think it's a bit hard for me 
to see that I do – I am separate from what I achieve. (Megan, emphasis added.) 
 
Here we see Megan failing to live up to the Singaporean narrative of a good, successful 
life, which is a major challenge to her identity particularly when comparing herself to her peers. 




unaffected by her lack of a job. Rather than harmonizing the two duties, Megan “separates” herself 
from the Singaporean narrative in favor of the Christian one. 
 
An interesting dimension of “rough hybridization” concerns not Christian duty per se, but 
specifically the Western influence of Christianity. Participants expressed a desire for a truly 
indigenous Singaporean Christianity but felt the need to distance themselves from Christianity’s 
Western heritage in order to hybridize properly. 
 
I think we still have our own culture and identity. I think we are not influenced by the 
[Westerners]…Of course, we welcome them. You know, they come here, we share that 
experience. We also experience their friendship, knowledge…They come [and] help us. So 




At the beginning of this thesis, I surveyed three modes for understanding hybridized 
spiritual identity in Singaporean Christians. First, the critical theory approach primarily sees the 
phenomenon of Singaporean Christianity as a function of postcolonialism. Second, scholars 
studying Singaporean Christianity view it as a sociological phenomenon, identified and influenced 
by racial, linguistic, and socioeconomic features. Third, the lived experiences of individual 
Singaporean Christians reveal an identity couched in terms of duty and expectations of behavior 
and belief. 
 
Each approach illuminates a unique aspect of Singaporean Christianity. However, no one 
approach in insolation is the single best explanation of hybridized spirituality in Singaporean 
Christians. Rather, each approach is most effective when nuanced in the light of the other two. 
Indeed, a spiritual identity hybridized from multiple streams is best explained through the use of 
multiple methods. When all three approaches are considered in tandem, what emerges is a highly 




1 | Critical Theory Approach: Postcolonial Thought Recentered on a Dominant Local 
Culture 
 
Generally speaking, the discipline of critical theory seeks to deconstruct social structures 
by exposing unequal distributions of power. Seen through a Foucauldian lens, social structures are 
about those with more power objectifying and oppressing those with less power – the Others. 
Postcolonial theory applies this dynamic to nation states such as Singapore who began as colonies 
under a foreign power, namely the British Empire, which was itself a shorthand for Western culture 
in general. Postcolonial thought thus posits that the dominant Western culture, the cultural host in 
which Christianity was incubated and transmitted, imposed itself upon the fledgling nation of 
Singapore. The resulting Christianity, while Singaporean in appearance, was really Western 
Christianity with a Singaporean façade. Such an approach sees Singaporean Christianity not as an 
equal hybridization of two cultures, but the subjugation of an inferior power to a superior one. 
 
Such an approach sensitizes us to the reality of uneven hybridization. It is certainly 
appropriate to recognize that Christianity began in Singapore as a foreign particle, for it was the 
work of Western missionaries and missionary societies associated with British colonial rulers. 
Despite the temporal distance between Singapore’s colonial days and the present, an awareness of 
Christianity’s colonial origins still carries over into the contemporary expression of Christianity. 
It stirs in Singaporean Christians a desire for an indigenous Christianity that is authentically their 
own. 
 
However, the postcolonial approach that prioritizes the Western paradigm in Singaporean 
Christianity may be misplaced. In fact, it is the Singaporean paradigm that is prior to the Western 
one. Singaporean Christianity must be understood through Singaporean lenses, not Western ones 




religious allegiance, but as an immigrant that learns and imperfectly adopts the ways of its new 
culture. Likewise, participants could never truly jettison their Singaporean worldview, for their 
Singaporean heritage was the subconscious prerequisite to their conscious affirmation of Christian 
identity. Such an awareness is often subconscious, the innate cultural lens through which 
participants processed the “foreign particle” of Christianity. In that sense, Singaporean identity is 
the master narrative within which the alternative Christian narrative incarnates. 
 
2 | Sociological Approach: Local Phenomenon with International Relations 
 
The literature directly discussing Christianity in Singapore tends to treat it as a sociological 
phenomenon (R. Goh 2009). In particular, it is associated with the demographic of Anglicized, 
educated, upper middle-class Chinese Singaporeans (DeBernardi 2001). 
 
The sociological approach explains how points of alignment arise between Singaporean 
and Christian expressions of duty as seen in Theme 3 of the findings. Because all six participants 
fall into the aforementioned sociological categories, the findings may be said to demonstrate the 
master narrative of the Singaporean Christian subculture. As such, we may infer that those points 
of alignment (ethical and moral worldview, the metric of affluence, the drive for excellence) may 
be as much a feature of Singaporean Christianity as much as a product of the cultural conditioning 
of this Singaporean subgroup. From this perspective, spirituality is being hybridized, at least in 
part, from the narratives of different sociological forces (Syed and McLean 2016). 
 
However, this perspective must also be balanced with the expressed experience of 
Singaporean Christians themselves. Other than their privileged socioeconomic status, participants 
did not consciously identify themselves through, or even in resistance to, their spoken language, 




or subconscious. Still, we must pay attention to what Singaporean Christians name as the crucial 
parts of their identity experience. In fact, the stark absence of sociological features in the 
participants’ experiences may itself reveal an a-cultural inclination in Singaporean Christianity – 
a desire to put aside the cultural trappings that may distract from the true heart of Christianity. This 
corresponds to the critical theory perspective that a postcolonial impulse still lies latent in 
Singaporean Christianity. 
 
Moreover, the sociological literature on Singaporean Christianity has only taken into 
account the ways that Singaporean Christians are perceived within Singapore itself. However, 
critical theory further forces us to acknowledge the colonial roots of Christianity in Singapore (D. 
Goh 2006). More tellingly, the interviews with participants demonstrated that they saw themselves 
in relation to international communities. 
 
3 | Psychological Approach: Direct/Authentic Experiences with Unspoken Assumptions 
 
The lived experiences of participants are arguably the most authentic descriptions of the 
Singaporean Christian identity. We have seen a highly complex interaction of cultural narratives 
that gave rise to a sense of duty that was partially harmonious and partially discordant. Duty stood 
out as a fascinating way to conceive of identity as it accounts for the disparity between how one 
actually is and how one is expected to be. The cultural roots of “duty” also explain why 
Singaporean Christians might prefer to define themselves in terms of expectations even when they 
have not yet fully realized it in their own lives. 
 
The qualitative element of this study reveals the raw, at times messy, insider’s perspective. 
By contrast, the perspectives of critical theory and sociology tend to consider Singaporean 




impression that such human phenomenon fit within the bounds of theory and labels. As we have 
seen, the lived experiences of participants constantly challenge assumptions and narratives about 
Singaporean Christianity. They also reveal aspects of this identity that the other approaches are 
unable to predict. 
 
As with the other two approaches, qualitative methods remain limited. They can only reveal 
the conscious experiences of participants which, though significant, do not necessarily reveal the 
assumptions behind those experiences and modes of thought. For example, while participants do 
not explicitly describe their identities in relation to their colonial roots, even explicitly denying its 
influence at some points, that does not negate its reality. It is not an absence of relationship but a 
relationship of opposition and tension – a phenomenon that may be explained by a critical theorist 
as a function of Othering (Said 1978). The framework of personal and master narratives is also 
helpful in considering this tension. For while the master narratives of Singaporean and Christian 
duty impose themselves on the individual, it is not internalized wholesale, but is negotiated and 
“wrestled” into a customized personal narrative. The latter exists in relationship to the former, 
being simultaneously in harmony and in tension with each other (Syed and McLean 2016). 
 
Limitations and Areas for Further Study 
 
As mentioned above, the major limitation of this study concerns the homogenous pool of 
interview participants. While the sample size was deliberately kept small to allow for deeper 
exploration and interpretation of lived experiences, the background that they come from represents 
only a very select segment of Singaporean Christianity. In addition to demographic incidents of 
race and socioeconomic class, that the participants all come from the same congregation and 
theological background makes for a limited scope. Future studies exploring hybridized 




the same tradition, churches that historically have operated with a language other than English, 




Singaporean Christianity is a curious identity that is best understood through a variety of 
modes. What we have seen is a sense of hybridized spiritual duty forged in the convergence of the 
Singaporean master narrative and the alternative Christian narrative. However, this convergence 
is not altogether neat and seamless but rather fraught with internal inconsistencies that causes 
Singaporean Christians to struggle (and fail) to fulfill opposing duties. Yet it is precisely this 
destabilized identity (Said 1987) that gives Singaporean Christianity its dynamic quality, never 
fully settling into a comfortable place but always striving for fuller fulfillment. 
 
We might say that this hybridized spiritual duty is not so much hybridized in the sense of 
being “completed” but rather hybridizing in the sense of constant development. For Singaporean 
Christians live in constant awareness of several groups of Others from whom they derive these 
(contrary) expectations (R. Goh 2009). Yet it is not a hopeless dilemma so much as an invigorating 
challenge to incarnate Christ within culture, not apart from it (Chong 2015), complete through 
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